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HAS EVOLUTION "COLLAPSED"? 

A SYMPOSIUM BY SCIENTISTS 

Many earnest Christians are afraid of evolution as something which will destroy 
their faith in God and Jesus Christ. Indeed, no thoughtful person can fail to perceive 
the dangers to religious faith implied in certain philosophies which are based upon 
evolution. But such apprehensions are sometimes expressed unfortunately. The 
public, for instance, has been widely assured that "evolution has collapsed." Such an 
affirmation involves a question of fact. If evolution has collapsed, scientists, particu- 
larly the astronomers, geologists, and biologists, would be the first to know. If it has not 
collapsed, the religious world must discover a way in which evolution can be utilized as 
one of the revelations of God's will. Accordingly, in order to get at the opinion of the 
scientific world, the Biblical World asked a number of the leaders of American 
science to give a brief answer not to exceed fifty or one hundred words to the question: 
"Does modern science still believe in evolution?" The answers from these gentlemen 
are given below. The unanimity of response makes it apparent that our theological 
thinking cannot ignore, much less deny, the place which evolution is holding in our 
modern world. For our own part we believe that, so far from being inconsistent with 
the gospel, evolution furnishes one of the means by which we may better understand the 
relations of God with his world. 



WILLIAM PATTEN 
Professor of Biology and Zoology, Dartmouth College 



Evolution is the accepted doctrine This is an index of real progress — 
of the natural sciences to the extent progress along divergent lines, too rapid 
that it has long ceased to be a subject for the pioneers to keep in constant touch 
of debate in standard scientific journals, with each other, or with the rear guard, 
or in the organized conferences of men The brief reports of individual suc- 
of science. It is no longer a question cess, or failure, on the frontier, which 
whether this, that, or the other has from time to time reach the public ear, 
been evolved, but where, and when, and are as a rule unintelligible to the lay- 
how, and why it was evolved. man; they are sometimes improperly 

As for the biologists, they are now utilized to proclaim a general defeat, 

farther from agreement as to what con- or a general victory, for this or that 

statutes the processes and conditions cause; or to allay partisan fear, or 

essential to organic evolution, and encourage partisan hope. 
farther from mutual understanding, or Allow me, a soldier in the ranks, to 

from a just appreciation of both the report that there is but one army in the 

supplementary and the antagonistic field; the fight moves bravely on toward 

views held by their colleagues, than "The Light," and science and humanity 

they were a generation ago. lead. 
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RAY MOULTON 

Professor of Astronomy, University of Chicago 



In reply to your inquiry whether or 
not scientific men still believe in evolu- 
tion, I beg to state that I do not know 
of one who doubts it. Perhaps their 
attitude of mind on the subject can best 
be indicated by a brief explanation of 
their conception of what evolution is, 
when fundamentally considered. 

The fundamental basis of science, 
that which makes it possible, is that the 
universe is orderly and not chaotic. 
This is not only the absolutely funda- 
mental postulate of scientists, but it is 
in effect adopted either consciously or 
unconsciously by everyone else. Not 
only is the universe at this instant an 
orderly one, but it was orderly yesterday 
and on all preceding days. We believe 
that it will be orderly in the future. 
Now the essence of evolution is that the 
order which exists one day changes into 
those orders which will exist on succeed- 
ing days in a systematic manner, rather 



than in an irregular and chaotic one. 
That is, the fundamental conception 
in evolution is that the universe is 
orderly in time as well as in space. It 
is seen from this that the doctrine of 
evolution is the completion of the doc- 
trine of science itself. It started in 
astronomy more than a century ago 
and spread through geology and zoology 
to all the domains of our thought, and 
its importance cannot be overestimated. 
Those who are trying to appraise 
correctly the great intellectual move- 
ments in the world and not to see the 
universe through a gimlet hole, believe 
that the nineteenth century will be 
remembered by those of our succes- 
sors who are far enough from it to 
regard its achievements in correct per- 
spective as being noteworthy chiefly 
because it was that one in which the 
doctrine of evolution became the com- 
mon property of mankind. 



HENRY FAIRFIELD OSBORN 
President of the American Museum of Natural History, New York 



Evolution has long since passed out 
of the domain of speculation, of 
hypothesis, and even of theory. It is a 
law of living nature as firmly and incon- 
trovertibly established as the law of 
gravitation in respect to the celestial 
spheres. Men of science are thus no 
longer seeking evidence of evolution be- 
cause it is wholly unnecessary to rein- 
force a thoroughly established law. 

The reason there is confusion in the 
minds of many people regarding evolu- 



tion is that the various explanations of 
the evolution process which have been 
put forward, that is, of the means 
by which evolution goes on, are con- 
tinually under discussion and will 
probably always remain so. This is 
because no explanation is a complete 
one; while it may solve many of the 
questions which arise in regard to the 
evolution process it does not solve all. 
Thus the hypotheses and theories 
regarding the process which have been 
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advanced since the middle of the eight- 
eenth century by Buffon, Lamarck, 
Darwin, Spencer, Weissmann, Driesch, 
Bergson, and hosts of others are con- 
stantly undergoing critical examination 
and revision, in course of which each 
theory is put to the severe test of experi- 
ment, that is, an application to all the 



known facts of the evolution process. 
But these doubts, discussions, and even 
controversies which are constantly aris- 
ing regarding the nature of the evolution 
process do not in the least disturb the 
law itself, which is as firmly established, 
perhaps more so, than many of the great 
laws of the physical universe. 



T. P. MALL 
Professor of Anatomy, Johns Hopkins Medical School 



As far as I am aware, scientists accept 
fully the theory of evolution. Really it 
is not questioned. It is true that gradual 
evolution, as advocated by Darwin, is 
seriously questioned by those who believe 



that it takes place by "rapid jumps," 
mutation, but this does not contradict 
evolution. In fact, the theory is being 
tested by the experimental method, and 
it withstands the test fully. 



S. W. WILLISTON 
Professor of Paleontology, University of Chicago 



I know of no biologist, whether of 
high or low degree, master or tyro, who 
ventures to suggest a doubt as to the 
fundamental truths of organic evolu- 
tion. Possibly it has been the disputes 
in recent years over the methods and 
causes of evolution — natural selection, 
mutation, Weissmannism, transmission 
of acquired characters, etc. — which have 
given rise to misconceptions on the 



part of many not familiar with the sub- 
ject. That all living things, at least 
since the first speck of primordial 
protoplasm, have arisen on this earth 
by a process of evolution is, I am safe 
in saying, a demonstrated fact. But 
the causes of organic evolution are still 
an unsolved problem; and he will be a 
greater man than was Darwin who 
finally demonstrates them. 



ALBERT P. MATHEWS 
Professor of Chemistry, University of Chicago 



So far as I know, no physiologist or 
biologist in the world doubts the fact 
of evolution. It is regarded as com- 
pletely established as the heliocentric 
theory of the solar system. No one 
raises the question any more. All 



biological evidence, physiological, mor- 
phological, zoological, and paleonto- 
logical, is unanimous on the subject. 
But while the fact of evolution is uni- 
versally admitted, the means by which 
evolution is brought to pass are un- 
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certain. While natural selection still 
remains as one of the most important 
factors so far discovered, there is perhaps 
a tendency at the present time to look 



deeper into the fundamental constitu- 
tion of living matter itself for at least 
one of the essential causes of evolu- 
tionary progress. 



JACQUES LOEB 
Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research, New York 



Modem science believes more firmly 
than ever in evolution. Less is today 
written on the subject than formerly 
because modern biologists find it more 
profitable to experiment than to argue. 
Two essential groups of data have been 
added since the days of Darwin as the 
result of experimental work. First, 
it was shown through a blood reaction, 



which was discovered in connection with 
work on immunity, that a close blood 
relationship exists between man and 
anthropoid apes. Second, breeding ex- 
periments by Mendelian methods have 
established the fact of the independent 
disappearance and possibly also the 
appearance of hereditary factors for 
unit characters in the germ. 



JOHN M. COULTER 
Professor of Botany, University of Chicago 



The fact of organic evolution is no 
longer debated by biologists. The dis- 
cussions among biologists have arisen in 
reference to the proposed explanations of 
evolution. These discussions have con- 
fused outsiders, because they imagine 
that the fact of evolution is being dis- 
cussed rather than some explanation of 
it. For example, there is a wide impres- 



sion that Darwin is the author of the 
theory of evolution, and when it is 
known that Darwinism is being attacked 
by biologists, the inference is that if 
natural selection goes, evolution goes. 
Every proposed explanation may be 
proved inadequate, and still evolution 
remains to be explained. 



E. G. CONKLIN 
Professor of Biology, Princeton University 



Although there is considerable differ- 
ence of opinion among naturalists as to 
the factors of organic evolution, there 
is almost no disagreement as to the fact. 
The fact of evolution does not depend 
upon the fate of Darwinism, Lamarck- 
ism, or any other theory of the cause 



of evolution. The evidences in favor of 
organic evolution are almost as complete 
as those in favor of individual develop- 
ment. There are still a few people who 
affirm that everything is contained in an 
egg that will ever develop out of it, 
but they are not people who have made 
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a thorough study of embryology. 
Similarly, there are people who deny 
the transmutation of spedes, but they 
are not those who have made a scien- 
tific study of species. The evidences 
in favor of transmutation are overwhelm- 
ing and they are constantly increasing. 



It would be as impossible for the bio- 
logical sciences to go back to the pre- 
evolution standpoint as it would for 
astronomy to go back to the Ptolemaic 
theory — as impossible as it would be 
to put the fully developed animal back 
into the egg from which it came. 



C. M. CHILD 
Associate Professor of Zoology, University of Chicago 



In reply to your question: "Does 
modern science still believe in evolu- 
tion ? " I would say most emphatically, 
Yes. The only question in the minds 
of biologists is as to the manner in which 
evolution has occurred. The ideas of 
Darwin are less generally accepted than 
formerly, but this means only that our 
conclusions concerning the method of 



evolution are different from his. Our 
knowledge of the dynamics of organisms 
is increasing as experimental investiga- 
tion replaces description and our point 
of view is consequently changing, but 
it may be said without qualification 
that no evidence against evolution and 
an overwhelming volume for it has been 
discovered. 



FRANK R. LILLIE 
Professor of Embryology, University of Chicago 



I feel pretty impatient over the 
statements of certain religious teachers 
that evolution has collapsed. It seems 
such a manifest evidence of the "will to 
believe." Evolution is the foundation of 
all our biological work, and the evidences 
of it grow more cogent as the years pass, 
instead of less. The teachers in question 
take advantage of differences in opinion 



among recent investigators concerning 
the method of evolution. Opinion in ref- 
erence to this matter is in a state of flux, 
and this is always a hopeful condition 
in scientific work because it means an 
abundance of research. I am not ac- 
quainted with any biologist of standing 
who does not regard the principle of 
evolution as the foundation of biology. 



EDWARD B. WILSON 
Professor of Zoology, Columbia University 



If there be an impression that the 
theory of evolution has "collapsed," it 
is entirely unfounded. Evolution is 
now taken for granted by every biologi- 



cal investigator; and if there be any 
competent biologists who reject it, I 
have not the rare privilege of their 
acquaintance. I am aware that the 
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impression concerning the "collapse" 
of the evolution theory to which you 
refer does exist in certain lay circles, 
and I fear that it has been fostered by 
persons who ought to know better. In 
so far as it does exist it is owing entirely 
to a confusion between the fact of evolu- 
tion and the causes by which it has been 



brought about and determined. If less 
attention is for the moment being given 
to the direct investigation of evolution 
itself, it is only because the problem 
cannot be successfully attacked until 
the phenomena of mutation, variation, 
and heredity have become more accu- 
rately and fully known. 



CHARLES B. DAVENPORT 
Department of Experimental Evolution, Carnegie Institution of Washington 



I do not see the necessity of fifty or 
a hundred words when all I can say 
on the matter can be expressed in a 



sentence. I do not know a modern 
scientific man who does not believe in 
evolution. 



THE RELIGION OF A SCIENTIST 



JOHN M. COULTER 

Professor of Botany, University of Chicago 



On another page will be found a contribution by Professor Coulter to a symposium 
on evolution. In his present paper he speaks as an active church worker as well as 
one of the leading scientists of America. The attitude which Professor Coulter takes we 
believe is characteristic of an increasing number of scientists. Having once distinguished 
the essential elements of religion from the various doctrinal systems with which men have 
attempted to explain religion, they see that Christianity is something vastly more than 
speculation and ecclesiastical authority. To use the happy expression which, unless we 
mistake, Professor Coulter himself originated, they are ready to accept the "old gospel 
but not a Middle-Age gospel." 



It is a common remark that religion 
had a stronger hold upon our fathers 
than upon us; and that it seems to have 
more hold upon us than upon our 
children. The inference is that the 
world is becoming more irreligious, a 
very serious fact, if true. Such state- 
ments and inferences call for a definition 



of religion. Of course we have in mind 
the Christian religion. Briefly speak- 
ing, it is a sense of obligation to God and 
a willingness to fulfil the obligation. 
Jesus defined this obligation as follows: 
"Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with 
all thy heart, with all thy mind, and with 
all thy strength; and thy neighbor as 



